Abstract
Introduction
Rates of employment are generally low among persons with a severe visual disability world-wide (Wolffe & Spungin, 2002) . Even in the most developed countries they are employed at about half the rate enjoyed by the rest ofthe population (McNeil, 2001 ; Tillsley, 1997) . The employment rate for people with a vision impairment in the United States, for example, was reported to be 42.2% in 1996/97 by the US Bureau of the Census. This compares to 78.2% for the general population for the same time period. This rate is a bit better than half the rate of the general population. Yet, when broken down by severity, those with a 'severe' vision problem had an employment rate of just 30% compared to 44. 1% fo r those whose problem was deemed to be 'not severe' (McNeil, 2000) . Thus, those with the most severe visual impairment had an employment rate of just under 40% of that of the general population.
Barriers to employment for this population arc varied, and include numerous references to the limitations imposed by the vision impairment itself, the cost and accessibility of adaptive equipment and/or the availability of training to deal with those limitations, and access ibility to the environment in general. However, employer ignorance and prejudice is consistently identified as one of the major barriers visually impaired people face when seeking employment (Crudden, 2002; Hagemoser, 1996; Malakpa, 1994; O' Day, 1999; Rumrill, Schuyler & Longden, 1997; Salomone & Paige, 1984;  Tillsley, 1997; Wolffe & Spungin, 2002) . Employers often assume a person with a vision impairment, especially a severe visual impairment such as total blindness, simply could not do their job, or do it safel y. This assumption, however, is typically based on little information other than their assumption that if they could not see, they could not perform the job themselves. Yet, these people are certainly not unemployable, as an employment rte of 30% would suggest, and in fact they successfu ll y till numerous jobs right across the occupational spectrum.
In order to identi fy the types and range of jobs that visually impaired people do hold the World Blind Union 's (WBU) Commi ttee on Rehabilitation and Employment surveyed I 02 WBU member organizations in 75 countries to determine the types of jobs performed by visually impaired adults th roughout the world (Wolffe & Spungin, 2002) . The questions asked were open ended. Over I 00 types of jobs were identified and clustered into 8 occupational categories. These categories were (a) executive, adm inistrati ve, and managerial; (b) professional spec ially; (c) technician and related support; (d) marketing and sa les; (e) administrati ve support, including clerical service; (f) agricultural , forestry, fishi ng, and related jobs; (g) prec ision production, craft and repai r; and (h) operators, fabri cators, and laborcrs (Wolffe & Spungin, 2002 ) .
Level of education made the most difference in the types of jobs people had. Those with less than 8 years of formal education worked as operators, fabricators, and laborers, while those wi th more than 8 years of education were mostly in professional or speciality occupations, followed by administrative support, including clerical work. There was little difference noted in the types of jobs people held based on severity of visual impairment (Wolffe & Spungin, 2002) .
Little information is avai lable on the employment status of visual ly impaired persons in New Zealand. This study was conducted to determine the employment status of a sample of visually impaired people in New Zealand , to identify their rates of employment, the types of jobs they Labour, Employment and Work in New Zealand 2004 hold and the sector in which they are most commonly employed.
Method
Participants were randomly selected for this study by calling every fifth name on list of members of the Royal New Zea land Foundation of the Blind between the ages of 18 and 64 until 150 had agreed to participate (See La Grow. 2003 ) . Members were cal led and informed of the purpose of the study and their right to decl ine to participate if they so wished. Those who agreed to parti cipate were as ked a series of questions concern ing their employment status. employment history, the type of job they held and the sector in wh ich they were employed fo r both their current and previous job. They were inforn1ed that they could choose to decli ne to answer any question or to withdraw from participation at any time. All part ic ipants were asked about their employment status and for demographic details. Only those who were considered to be in the labour force (i.e. in employment or interested in ga ining empl oyment) were asked further questions concerning their leve l of emp loyment and employment history.
Of the 150 members who agreed to part1c1pate in thi s study. 45% were male (n == 67) and 55% female (n = 83). They ranged in age from 18 to 64 with a mean age of 43. When asked about eth nic ity, 79% identified themselves as NZ European (n = 11 7). I 0% as NZ Maori (n = 15).
4% as Pacific People (n = 6) and 7 % as ' other' (n = 11 ).
One did not respond to this question. The ethnic distribution of the parti cipants in thi s study did not differ greatl y from the New Zealand popu lation as whole. In the 19R6 census for examp le. 81 % of the popul ation indicated that they belonged to an ethnic group other than NZ Maori or Pac ifi c People. 14% identifi ed themse lves as Z Maori and 5°'o as Paci fic People (S tatisti cs New Zea land. 1998).
Employment Statu s
Wh en asked about their empl oyment status, 59 of the parti cipants stated that they were currentl y in paid employme nt (39.3%). 36 were interested in employ ment but not employed (24%). and 55 (36.6%) were neither em pl oyed nor interested in ga ining employment. Of those interested in paid employment. 21 were currently seek ing employment and 15 were not. Thi s compares to an overall employment rnte of 70% for New Zea land in 200 1 (Stati stics New Zea land, 2003) . When divided by amount or vision. it was found that 26% of those with no usnb le vision (totall y blind) were employed as compared to ,_poo of those with 'a little' or 'a lot' (not totall y blind). These figu res arc not diss imilar to those reported by the US Bureau of the Census (McNeil. 2000) . They, however. may not be directly comparable due to ditTcrences in definition used to identify the popu lation across the countries.
In this study. participants were separated according to amount of useful vis ion they reported as ha ving. 26% of th ose with ' no' useful vision were in paid employment. as com pared to 35°o of those with ·a little· and 63% of th ose who stated they had ' a lot'. The differences across these groups (Pearson Chi-Square = 10. 76) were statistically significant (p = .005), with those with the least amount of vision being less likely to be in paid employment than those with 'a little' or ' a lot'. However, this was also affected by gender. Of the 13 males with no usable vision 38% were in paid employment, of the 38 with 'a little' vision 39% were, and of the 15 with 'a lot' of vision 60% were. For the woman however, only 14% of the 14 women with no usable vision were in paid employment, whi le 32% of the 50 with a little vision were, and 66% of the 18 with a lot were. Thus, the difference in percentage in employment between males and females in relation to degree of vision (Chi-Square = I 0.4 7) was also significant (p = .005).
Of those in paid employment, 47.5% worked less than 31 hours per week, 23.7% worked from 31 to 40 hours and 11.3% worked more than forty hours per week. Thus, at least 47.5% would be considered in part-time employment. 23.7% stated that the number of hours they worked was way too few or a bit too few, 67.8% said it was a bout right or a bit too many, and 8.5% said it was way too many.
60 of the 150 (40%) served as volunteers in the community, 50% of those were also in paid employment, while 50% were not. Of those not seeking employment, 21 were in continuing education. Seven of those stated that they wou ld accept employment if it were available, 14 said they wou ld not.
E mployment T ype
When asked to identify the type of job currently held, 9 of the 52 (I 7.3%). who answered this question (i.e., on ly those who were currently employed were asked to respond to this question) identified it as service related. Six (I I .5%) could be considered to be in executive, adm inistrative or managerial positions, 6 ( 11 .5%) in the professiona l or spec ialty category, I (2%) as a technician, 6 ( 11.5%) in marketing and sa les, 6 ( 11 .5%) as clerical, 4 (7. 7%) as ski lled labourers and 7 ( 13 .5%) as unskilled labourers. A further 7 ( 13.5%) identifi ed their position as 'other'. These categories relate closely to those identified by Wolffe and Spungi n (2002) and reflect the same range in occupation and job type they reported. While they did not iden tify 'serv ice' as a separate category, we fa iled to identify the category of agriculture, forestry or fishing, which it is quite possible that a number of the 7 who identified th eir occupational type as 'other' may have fit into.
When those who were currently employed were asked about the sector of the economy in which they worked, 27 of the 52 who responded stated that they worked in the private sector (45.8%). 14 in the public sector (23.7%), 15 were self-employed (28.8%), and 3 indicated the status of their employer as 'other' (5.7%).
When all those who were in the labour force were asked to identi fy their last employer, 50 of the 82 who responded (6 1 %) stated that they had worked in the private sector, 22 (26.8%%) in the public sector, 7 (8.5%) were self employed, and 3 (3. 7%) responded as other.
65 of the 94 (69%) participants who responded to the question on their employment history, stated that they had always or mostly been in paid employment, while 27 (28.7%) stated that they had mostly not been in paid employment, and 2 (2. 1 %) stated that they had never been in paid employment. Those who were currently employed had been in their job on the average of 6.5 years, their past job for 7.2 years, and if there had been a break between jobs that break lasted for an average of 5.2 years.
Level of Education
Level of education had no significant effect on rate of employment However, I 00% of those in professional, managerial, sales and clerical positi ons were found to have some formal educational qualification (including 6'h form certificate), while about 30% of those in the other categories did not. 
Conclusion
The employment status of visually impaired persons appears to be similar to that found in the rest of the world. They are indeed employed at only about half the rate of the population in general, espec ially when those with the least amount of vision is concerned. A number are in part time employment, but most said that the amount they worked was about right, with about a quarter saying they worked a bit too few or way too few hours. The difference in employment rate among those with the least amount of vision and those with more is about the same as that reported in the US census. There was a signifi cant difference in the rate employment based on degree of vision and gender with women with the least amount of vision being the least likely to be employed and those with the most vision being the most likely. The spread of jobs held is similar to that reported by Wolffe and Spungin (2000) with persons being represented in most types of jobs. The majority worked either in the private sector or were self-employed. The spread across categories of jobs was quite even. More than two thirds of those who were in the labour force stated that they always or mostly been in paid empl oyment. The number (n=36) who were not working but wished to be (24%) was very high compared to this countries current unemployment rate (less than 5%), as was the official unemployment rate (14%) found for this group wh ich only considers those who are actively seeking employment at the time when the question was posed (n = 2 1 ).
One could conclude that persons with vision impairments in this country are very interested in working and when given the opportunity, they can in fact successfu lly fi ll most types of job and be employed in all sectors of the economy.
